New Years 2007

Happy New Year

By Jack Balshaw

1/2/07

Now that the new year is with us it’s time to think about what interesting things might be happening in town this year.

The most immediate and significant political item will be the process to select someone to fill a City Council seat for two years.  With Pam Torliatt moving from a Councilmember seat to the Mayor’s position, there’s now a council vacancy that needs to be filled.  This is really a big deal.

The process requires the six elected members to select a seventh by majority vote.  The stakes are the control of the council agenda for the next two to four years. And that’s the rub.

Torliatt and newly elected Teresa Barrett are environmentalists and form the core for an environmental majority.  If they can get one other member to agree with them, that will form a three member group which could result in a three/three tie vote on anyone applying for the position. This is in essence the ability to veto any applicant.  It works both ways, the other councilmembers could do the same thing.

But first, who might be the third person to join with Torliatt and Barrett to form this block?  Karen Nau and Mike Harris appear to be the core of the opposing block.  This leaves Mike O’Brien and newly elected David Rabbitt as possible choices.  O’Brien supported Torliatt during the election process but doesn’t seem ready to turn the council around.  My guess is that, if anyone joins Torliatt and Barrett, it would be Rabbitt.

But this also seems unlikely as he’s known as a moderate and his joining would set the stage for a series of tie votes in selecting someone to fill the vacant seat.

My feeling is that environmental activists are more coordinated and active in town and would hold out for tie votes until they got their choice.  If they could even get a solid third vote on the council now, they would be in a position to control the council actions by simply tying up any legislative action with a continuous tie vote.  And so could the other side. 

So what’s at stake?  Most importantly the General Plan and the issue of increased water bill fees to pay for a $50,000,000 wastewater recycling project.  

The General Plan, which has been under way for about seven years and is almost ready for approval, could be reopened and more years of study and cost added before it gets approved. (Isn’t it strange that it can take seven years to develop a General Plan covering a twenty year period?)

The recycled wastewater project is a grand scheme to redistribute wastewater from the new sewer treatment plant (a one hundred million dollar project) to open spaces (mainly playing fields) around town. There are two issues about this that make me wary about it.

First, the plan is to bill present water users for the fifty million dollar project and recoup the money from future developers.  Supposedly this money would then somehow be paid back to those of us who paid up front.  One big problem, it’s questionable if it’s legal to force the developer of a single property to pay for a citywide project.

Second, the existence of such a system would force the city to keep processing our wastewater to drinking water standards for recycled use. ( You wouldn’t want kids playing on fields irrigated with any lesser treatment level.)  This will mandate that the city continue to spend more money (ours) to maintain this high quality of wastewater processing.

The process of filling the vacant seat will be a window into probable future council actions.  This year promises to be an interesting one for local politics.

